I picked up the telephone one day, and somebody said, 'would you be interested in writing a book about Katharine Cornell?' "exclaimed Mosel. Part of me was so astonished. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. And another part of me said, I have been waiting 40 years to be asked that question."
Three years ago he got another call from the past --this time from his old grammar school classmate Daniel Hoffman, who convinced him to teach play-writing to Penn undergraduates.
In the same Bennett Hall cul-de-sac with Fuentes is the office of writer Richard Elman, who comes down from Stony Brook, New York, each Monday to teach a fiction course. Elman, whom many of us hear on National Public Radio's All Things Considered, is both prolific and diverse in his writing. His books range from a very, very funny autobiographical novel called Fredi & Sherl & The Kids (about growing up under the sporadically watchful eye of his extremely aspiring Brooklyn Jewish parents), to his anything but funny documentary book on Nicaragua and its revolution entitled Cocktails at Sornoza's. As John Howland Spyker, he was the author of Little Lives. His next book is a novel, The Menu Cyphers, to be published in May by McMillan. Elman is a poet and former chief writer of the NET documentary series "Of People and Politics." He contributes to GEO, The New York Times Book Review, Harpers, Penthouse, The Nation and many other publications.
Poet Judith Moffett, whose office contains a poster outlining clues to the Loch Ness Monster, is one of the few younger poets in the country who writes formal poetry. Moffett's Keeping Time "got extraordinary reviews," according to Daniel Hoffman.
She says of her poetry, "It differs from what most other people are doing in its traditional nature and in its interest in narrative and meditative modes, both of which are relatively out of fashion. The diction is very contemporary, but I like to put new wine into old skins."
An admirer of James Merrill, Moffett is writing a critical book called James Merrill: An Introduction to the Poetry, to be published by Columbia University Press. She has also done a widely respected translation of Gentleman, Single, Refined and Selected Poems 1937-1959 by the formal Swedish poet Hjalmar Gullberg.
In her second floor office, Kristin "Everyone following the fortunes of his own graduate students knows how difficult it is for them to get conventional jobs in teaching literature, but one area of employment that has not closed down is teaching writing," said Hoffman. "And with this in view it seemed it would be a good thing if we could give our talented graduate student writers certification that would appear immediately on a vita when they applied for a job."
The program also evolves from faculty and student interests. Several years ago, for example, Kristin Hunter-Lattany noticed that undergraduates in her fiction course wrote well about children: "1 theorized that undergraduates are at the right stage of distance from childhood to remember it clearly and write about it well, and yet they have a certain objectivity that they lack when they write about their own lives. They also write without the sentimentality that older people are apt to impose on children's literature. Knowing that children could take tough writing and a publisher would take tough and honest writing, and undergraduates were doing this well, I thought, well, why not a special course in it."
Noting that writing programs at many universities are completely separate from the English Department, Hoffman observed, "One of the strengths of the program at Penn is that it is integrated in the English Department, not isolated as a separate entity. This helps writers function in a community of the literate. Everyone in The Writing Program agrees that we don't want to teach students who don't read. We all feel that literacy and literature are necessary for a young writer."
The work of the writing faculty also has an impact on the rest of the campus.
Daniel Hoffman arranges about four
The Poem Arriving at last, It has stumbled across the harsh Stones, the black marshes. I began writing poems in the only way that it can happen, by necessity. I can't remember when! wasn't writing or trying to write. It's a way of confronting the chaos around you. As Robert Frost said, "A poem is a momentary stay against confusion."
Reading a poem is a complex act. So is writing one. A successful poem, whatever its form, uses language to create an experience which cannot be fully communicated in any other way. That's why no explication of a poem can take the place of the poem itself. Its meaning isn't its paraphrase. It's much more subtle and deeper than the prose sense of the words. Words are filled with overtones, phrases with rhythms, reverberations of feeling; they are reflexive with reference both within the literary structure and to the world that structure represents and transfigures. The search for words is the poet's business; he must find for each place in his poem the one word in the world that his poem requires there. The cousin of that word would spoil it.
Where does a poem begin? You explore memory, observation, whatever territory your mind and feelings can examine, looking for the spot to sink an artesian well. Lots of dry holes. But now and then a strike --you get something, a phrase, a rhythm in the mind, a feeling that feels as though it's about to find its shape in language. It doesn't matter where you start --sometimes you already know the shape, the form, and the search is to fill it. Or it can be the other way around, with the poem delivering the truth or its own rhythm and form as it comes. Whatever the shape, whether improvised and unprecedented, or traditional, it must have the stamp of inevitability. If you can tinker with the poem, change it, well, it wasn't finished. Of course a poem is never perfect. As Valery said, it can never be truly finished, only abandoned.
TEACHING POETRY: The material of poetry is the life that you've lived --how you feel about it, how you respond to it and how you visualize it.
One cannot teach a person to become a poet. Each student brings his own individuality and who he is, to the seminar table, and what he writes will come out of that. All we can hope to do is to help a student who has talent to use his gifts with a full awareness of the resources of his art.
I hope that from what I've said about the way we teach here it will be evident that the work of art, even at the student level, is necessarily the embodiment of a whole culture, a whole set of assumptions and traditions. The techniques themselves reflect the way that people have used the language for centuries.
Carlos Fuentes, novelist.
I was very small. I started scribbling. At seven I was doing a magazine on my own, you know, with pencil--a magazine with pencil. Then I had my first short story published when I was 11 or 12 1 guess.
How CLASSES AT PENN: I try to get a group of 12 or 15 people to read very carefully what each student presents and to provide that student with as much input as they can. We have a lot of round table discussions, plus readings that parallel the matter at hand. Instead of establishing reading programs--a sort of blind date between the students and the authors--we try to say that this piece of writing, this fragment of a novel, suggests a story by Tolstoy, and we would gain from reading it. What you are driving at is attained by the author. There is an illumination here. There is a correspondence. There is a contrast. There is an opposition to what you're doing that would illuminate your own work and all of us.
I generally have a very high caliber of student at Pennsylvania. And they have something extra in that they are from a big city-They are streetwise. I'm a very referential teacher. I like to speak of jazz and movies and politics and many things. And the students at Pennsylvania are very aware of what is going on in the world. That's why I like teaching here.
Tad Mosel, playwright.
It's a matter of getting something on paper, out of the head and on paper. And no matter how long you have been writing, the main reason you have a problem getting it out of the head and onto paper is the fear of failure.
Because in the head, it's beautiful. You just want to keep it there glowing and shining and very vague. The minute you commit it to paper, you risk failing--not only risk it, you court failure. You almost always fail. And you just have to tell yourself, okay, I'm willing to fail, and put it down on paper.
STARTING IN TELEVISION:
In 1953 1 don't think anybody who was young and wanted to be a television writer could possibly complain that they hadn't been given a chance, because it was there for the asking. I was working for an airline selling tickets, and I was writing like crazy on my days off. And I wrote about 30 plays. I did what they tell young writers to do. You study the medium, and you say, oh that's what they want. Well, I did all that, and nobody ever wanted that. And one day I sat down, and I wrote a play, not out of despair, but as a release of tension. I wrote a play that I wanted to write, not one that I thought would sell. There were two subjects that were taboo on television in those days. You could not have a play that was about either adultery or suicide. And I wrote a little play that was about both. And it was the first one I sold.
ON WRITING PLAYS:
The whole purpose of art is to organize reality. Reality itself is confusing enough, and art is supposed to give it some kind of significance or meaning. If you want selfexpression, go to group therapy. If you can't organize your thoughts, then don't be a writer.
Theater is a group effort. It's for actors and directors and the audience. If you forget that the audience is part of the production too, if you drive them away, you're not going to have theater. It's very simple. And the only way to keep them there is to present them with plays that amuse them or give them some things to think about that are well-organized.
Richard Elman, novelist.
Things come to me--a little tiny piece of perception that is very sharp and that I haven't seen anywhere else, and I start writing about that, and pretty soon I have a character or two. So I'll go along, and after maybe 100 pages, I'll say to myself, what the hell have I got here, and I'll read it. And I realize that it's very interesting, but it isn't much of anything yet, but I have a few interesting characters. So I junk it and take those people, who by now have a story to them in my head, and I try to write a story by the process of drafts ... The only thing that keeps me going is that I learn from writing about these characters. I throw away a lot of novels after 50 or 60 pages because I get bored, because nothing is happening for me. I figure if it's happening for me, it's happening for the reader.
ON FICTION AND NONFICTION:
Fiction is the lie that you're telling a lie, and nonfiction is the lie that you're telling the truth. There is a lot of imagination that goes into the best nonfiction as well as into the worst.
TEACHING: I really try to bring home to the students that James Joyce was just a lower middle-class kid from Dublin until he decided he had something on his mind. If they could be less in awe of the greats... They should read them and see what they did and realize that they were only reflecting on their lives and that they --the students --have experiences on their minds that they might try writing about.
Most people have this built-in piece of discouragement, which is that if they write something, that's the way it is. It's unchangeable. They submit it to class or to an editor, and it's criticized for being deficient in some respects, and they feel that they themselves are being criticized rather than the piece. And they fall into a depression and don't want to write again. What I try to give them is a professional attitude toward rewriting. I tend to regard myself more as a rewriter than as a writer. I only very rarely get it right the first time; by the sixth or seventh time, it begins to take shape. One of the crimes of the course is that you have to give grades, because how can you grade writers? Whoever sits down to write, which is to be very, very naked in a certain way, has a great deal of courage and should probably get an A just on that basis.
Judith Moffeft, poet.
I never thought about writing poetry as a profession. I thought very little about any profession. I found myself in graduate school as a specialist in American Lit ... I was writing poems during that time. I taught for a couple of years in Erie after I finished my doctorate. And then I got a Fulbright to go to Sweden to do some translations. . . When I got back, I went out to Denver and started to work on a critical study of James Merrill's work. I made a barely sufficient living as a member of the Poetry in the Schools Program. After I finished the Merrill book, I went to Sweden and England.
In England, I realized that I was tired of drifting around. I'd moved every couple of years, every couple of months, since I had gone to college, which had been more than 15 years before. My first book of poetry had just come out the previous December. All these things converged, and I realized that I wanted to write poetry although I couldn't really see my way to doing it. About six weeks later I was reading intensively in the library about the lives of poets and writers, trying to get some clues I guess. And I got a miraculous phone call--if I were religious, I would call it the finger of God. It was an invitation to come to teach at the Iowa Writers Workshop.
CHANGES IN TEACHING POETRY:
An interesting thing has happened over the last 30 years since the days when Robert Lowell was teaching at the Iowa Writers Workshop. In those days everything was still formal. That is, rhyme was still viewed as one of the technical things aspiring poets needed to learn to do.. -You might not always write that way, but it was something you needed to know. That's no longer true at all. I taught at Iowa for a year, and I taught a course in forms because I could... Two of the three other poets on the staff couldn't.
It seems that nowadays in creative writing, kids aren't interested in acquiring a sense of where the language has been before it got to them; they limit their sense of how it was used 10 or 15 or, at most, 50 years ago, in poetry. It seems to me that that's an impoverishment Of course I don't expect them to write rhyming, metrical poems, except for an exercise or two. But I want them to know something about the purposes of rhyme and meter by the time they finish the course.
Competency .. of style, image, metaphor --doesn't really equal poetry. Although competency is really all we can hope to achieve in the workshops. And we do. And out of this universal competency, we hope that the ones with real talent rise like cream. And everyone else will be better off than they were --better furnished for self-expression.
Kristin Hunter-Lattany, novelist.
I think that most good creative writers have a sort of madness. They work from a conscious design, but at some point in the writing, the unconscious takes over and unexpected, unintended things happen, which is, I believe, madness by clinical definition.
I discovered after the publication of my novel, The Lakestown Rebellion, that it was full of subconscious characters who had surfaced although I thought I was consciously controlling the work and writing about other people... One thing I always tell creative writing students is never, absolutely never, write about themselves ... always invent characters based on other people. Now, however, I have discovered myself lurking behind the facades of at least two characters in that novel. But it did not happen deliberately.
One day I was autographing the book for a very good friend when it just flashed into my mind that a character named Cindy was an extreme of me when I was young, and Bella was an extreme of me now.
ON SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY: I definitely feel a responsibility to black people...1 just finished a sequel to
The Soul Brothers and Sister Lou. I wanted to do it because the happy ending was criticized as unrealistic. It ends after many trials and tribulations with teenagers forming a successful singing group. Their one recording has become a hit. And I thought that was fine at the time. And I didn't pay much attention.
In the interim I began to become aware of what's going on in the music industry, what happens to young performers, especially young female performers. I began to become aware as a black person that too many of our young people, if they're female, see performing as a way to success ... In this book I carry the group into actual show business, and they fall into the various pitfalls that are waiting for performers.
I am still a sucker for a happy ending, and I couldn't figure out how I would get out of it, but I did get Lou out of the mess she was in. She found an alternative route. And I wanted to do that because I did not want to set up show business and a show business heroine as a role model for the black young people. It's dangerous. There's too much of that.
Nora Magid, editor.
One of my students once said that my ideal classroom would be the Sistine Chapel, only with the walls and the ceiling covered with blackboards. When the computer in its wisdom dispenses an appropriate room, I fill the boards with passages from students papers, from the DP, The Inquirer and The Times. We contemplate these illogical or illiterate or graceless goodies, and we overhaul them. The range here is from the primitive (the preposition; the dangle, including that dumb hopefully) to the sophisticated (the infinite gradations in connotation and emphasis caused by minute changes or by ographic shifts within a context). Then we consider in their entirety several student papers.
Before I came to Penn, I was an editor, and before that, a very young and alarmingly inept college instructor. After The Reporter folded, Joel Conarroe and Humphrey Tonkin found themselves short a CGS instructor, and they persuaded me to fill in. I'll always be grateful to them and to Joe Secor of the Engineering School staff, who happened to take that first course. In figuring out the application of editorial techniques to the teaching of writing, I must have changed direction every five minutes; Mr. Secor followed so cheerfully that he carried the rest of the group with him. At the end of the semester, he brought me one of the best presents I have ever received -. two erasers and a lot of chalk. I cherish those erasers.
Some time later, I switched to daytime freshman comp. My 145 came about when two former 108s, neither an incipient journalist, petitioned the Department for more. I remember saying, Advanced Writing? What is it? Longer words? Longer sentences? Longer paragraphs? One of these two students is now a biologist; the other, a SAMP graduate, is a doctoral candidate in anthropology. PENN STUDENTS: I love my students. They are bright and brave, funny at their own expense and blunt in their selfcriticism. They are well-informed and responsible, they have political and social consciences, and they are fiercely devoted to one another. A decent and generous bunch. I see remarkable people; I also see some extraordinary writers. They come in already writing to a professional standard, and some do indeed begin as undergraduates to publish professionally. Those with problems have in the main to be delivered from styles not their own and from peculiar passions like an abnormal devotion to the participle or to the crazy comma. Some have to learn to distinguish between the flexible and the inflexible parts of the language, some to master idiom and derivation and documentation. Some seek foolproof recipes. Some write like machines. Others, if they keep journals, write like human beings, but their sense of writing as a public act may be hazy. They have to learn to include the reader without smothering him, and they have to learn that what is unsaid is as significant as what is said. One summa cum laude in pursuit of a cure for thinking parenthetically diagnosed a common pattern. Most of all, students have to learn that retyping and revising are not the same thing. All this within fourteen weeks.
CLASSES IN WRITING:
In this course, they write a paper a week, and they read a magazine a week. The magazines include The New Yorker, Harper's, Esquire, The Atlantic and a sampling from the journals of opinion, the quarterlies and the marvelous 19th-century collection in the library. For the clientele, bulk reading works wonders. For me, it's bulk reading. When it comes to the periodicals, we examine structure, style and approach, as well as many of the assumptions that underlie American life. (I am Canadian. This fascinates me.) Most students read responsively and analytically, and if they like an excerpt from a forthcoming book, they will often buy the book. They also often subscribe to the magazines they enjoy.
Problems change. I begin to see in class what has happened in the national press --a blurring of the distinction between the subjective and the objective and the temptation to invent or to embroider, to substitute (rotten) fiction for nonfiction. Students also seem to be less independent --why does my office run like the HUP emergency ward? There are no emergencies in English grammar --and to laugh less. But when I recently made sour noises about SCUE, someone turned in a parody version, a guide for the teacher in which typical students are publicly and ungenerously graded on the basis of their personalities and performance. OPPORTUNITIES: For those interested in writing or editing careers, three very attractive national competitions exist. The sponsors are Dow Jones Newspaper Fund, The American Society of Magazine Editors, and Time-Life. Our students have been winners in all three. Other students on their own have interned at the networks and at many magazines and papers. Penn itself provides excellent opportunities: At the Gazette we have the student column slots and at the News Bureau, the Communications Fellowship.
Graduates have been or are affiliated with Doubleday, the AP, CBS, Conde Nast, Family Weekly, S&S, The Columbus Dispatch, The Wall Street Journal, The Hartford Courant, Good Times, The New York Time Book Division, technical and medical journals and the U.S. Senate. One young man who was my student twice is both a missionary and an engineer. Another is a Penn administrator. But rumor to the contrary, my students, like everyone else's, populate the graduate schools in law, medicine and MBA programs. They are at Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Stanford, Chicago, NYU, the London School, and of course Penn. I name but a few --and so doing, I violate one of my cardinal rules: dump the laundry list. Even so, a kind of contrary compulsion, irreversible and irresistible, forces me to insist that my old friend tell me everything, as if exhausting all the possibilities of the narrative might mean the end of this story I never wanted to hear, and the resulting release from the responsibility of telling it to someone else. This is the only explanation I can offer for my next incredible questions. "Isn't there anything more, Branly? Are you sure you aren't forgetting something? I must know everything before..." "Tomorrow is November 11th, Fuentes. Your birthday. You see, I
am not yet senile, I remember the birth dates, the dates of the deaths of my friends. No, you must not worry. You and I are living but one of the infinite possibilities of a life and of a story. You are afraid to be the narrator of this novel about the Heredias because you fear the vile demon who may take revenge against the last man to know the story. But you are forgetting something I have tried to tell you more than once. Every novel is in a way incomplete, but, as well, contiguous with another story. Take your own life. In 1945, Fuentes, you decided to live in Buenos Aires, near Montevideo; you did not return to your native Mexico; you became a citizen of the River Plate region, and then in 1955 you came to live in France. You became less of a River Plate man, and more French than anything else. Isn't that so?
I said yes, he knew that as well as I, though at times I questioned the degree of my assimilation into the French world. He touched my hand with affection. "Imagine; what would have happened if you had returned to Mexico after the war and put down roots in the land of your parents? Imagine; you publish your first book of stories when you are twentyfive, your first novel four years later. You write about Mexico, about Mexicans, the wounds of a body, the persistence of a few dreams, the masks of progress. You remain forever identified with that country and its people." "But it was not like that, Branly." I spoke uncertainly. "I don't know whether for good or ill, but I am not that person." With a strange smile, he asks me to pour him a drink from the bottle of Chateau d'Yquem beside his bed. Shouldn't he, I ask, go back to bed? Yes, he will; later, when he decides it is time. Would I like a glass of that late wine, the fruit of the autumn grapes?
I join him in a toast.
